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CHAPTER I 
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 
Samuel Johnson's Shakespearean criticism has been the 
subject of much controversy since the publication of his 
Shakespeare text in 1765. His critical work in this field 
has been alternately condemned and praised. Every encomium 
may be matched with an equally bitter tirade and the middle-
ground seems strangely deserted. I shall, therefore, at-
tempt to determine what merits Johnson possessed as a 
Shakespearean critic and what lasting, or original, contri-
butions he made in this particular field. 
No individual, or group of individuals, may pass final 
judgment on a literary work which possesses the character-
istics of true art. Each age finds something new--some 
weakness overlooked, or some beauty unduly venerated. Con-
temporary novelty and attractive mediocrity meet an un-
yielding adversary in time, and only those works which pos-
sess literary greatness survive. 
In determining whether or not Johnson's work possesses 
the lasting qualities of truly great criticism, I have given 
an account of the contents of his Shakespearean writing and 
evaluated the validity of his critique by reference to 
., .'.' 
Shakespeare's plays. I have also consulted the major c~it­
ics in each age to learn their estimate of the value of 
--
Johnson's studies. With the record of what Johnson's crit-
ical work has meant to different ages, together with my own 
evaluation of the significance of his studies, I hope to 
determine the importance of Samuel Johnson's Shakespearean 
criticism. 
2 
CHAPTER II 
SAMUEL JOHNSON'S EBQEOSALS 
Samuel Johnson, one of the most influential men of his 
century, presented his long-awaited Shakespeare text to the 
public in 1765. His critical work in this field had ex-
tended over a period of twenty years beginning in 1745 with 
the fU§.celltlneous _ Ob§.~~~ti.Qn.§ .Ql! -~- Tr§gedy _of M!!£~-Yl 
:!i th __ ~ji!msarks _.Q!! Sir. ,Iho!!!§..§ _H§nm~r '§ Eg!:tion 2f. §.h!!ke§.Jle~ 
and ending with his Pr~~£.§.. Johnson promised in his Pro-
pos§l§ _ that his Shakespeare text would appear the following 
year, but many years were to pass before the exhorta_tions 
of his friends and the satirical verses of Churchill-~ 
He for subscribers baits his hook, 
And takes their cash; but where's the book? 
No matter where; wise fear we know, 
Forbids the robbing of a foe; 
But what to serve our private ends, 
Forbids the cheating of our friends?--
were to hasten the delivery of an edition that was long 
overdue. 
Johnson's El:,QQ~.i.l.§ _ listed extensively the duties of a 
editor and assured the reader that such principles would be 
followed in the preparation of his text. Since this work 
is primarily concerned with the obligations of an editor of 
Shakespeare, I shall content myself with a summary of what 
Johnson considered essential for the successful undertaking 
of such a project: 
1. To make a collation of the older copies 
2. To elucidate passages rendered obscure by 
the passage of time 
3. To read the books Shakespeare read 
4. To trace his knowledge to its original 
sources 5. To compare the original copies 
6. To reveal the beauties and weaknesses of 
the poet 
The f.!:QRQS§lswere definitely the best writing that had yet 
been seen on the subject and served in many ways as a guide 
for those editors who were to follow. It is reasonable to 
assume that if Johnson had followed his own advice more 
closely, he would have completed a work nearer to his own 
desire and more in line with what the public had been led 
to expect. 
'I 
When Samuel Johnson's edition of Shakespeare finally 
appeared, it was received with great favor. After passing 
into a second edition, it was thereafter published with ad-
ditional notes and corrections by George Steevens. Even in 
the Eighteenth Century, however, there were many dissenting 
voices raised concerning the true value of the text, and the 
feeling existed in many minds that if the book did not bear 
the name of the famous lexicographer, it would not have been 
received with such approbation. The controversy continues 
today but only in the quiet of academic bowers and between 
Shakespearean critics. 
4 
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CHAPTER III 
SAMUEL JOHNSON'S SHAKESPEAREAN CRITICISMS 
Samuel Johnson's Shakespearean criticisms have been 
arranged in alphabetical order. In each section the more 
pertinent phases of Johnson's critique have been presented 
and evaluated by reference to Shakespeare's plays and to 
subsequent critics. A brief conclusion will be found in 
each section summarizing the value of Johnson's criticism 
in that particular field. 
An~!!l:on1,.run~ "_wg Ana tQ:Q!§m~ 
Shakespeare abounds_ in anachronisms and anatopisms, 
and Johnson has rightly pointed out that, ''He has no regard 
to distinction of time or place but gives to one age or 
nation, without scruple, the customs, institutions and opin-
ions of another, at the expense not only of likelihood, but 
of possibility."l This is true. Even a casual reader of 
Shakespeare will find that the locale never really gets 
away from England. While the play Q.QI:iol~ni!!§ _ has a strong 
Roman theme, there are many references to English sports, a 
mixture of Christianity and paganism, and even use of Eng-
lish and Greek coins. Hamlet, a Dane, and Romeo, an 
1 Samuel Johnson, editor, The _ Dr.§.ma1,!~ _ Works . Qf. 
Y{ilJ,ia_gL.Shake§:Qear~ _ (J3os:ton, 1802) , Dr. Johnson 1 s U~fsaC§, 
I, 37. ' 
Italian, are typical Elizabethans and were meant to be so. 
King Les.I: __ is a _strange mixture of Christian! ty and paganism. 
This is not proved, however, by Johnson's comment that the 
speech of Edmund, v, iii, "Let's exchange charity," is a 
Christian sentiment put in the mouth of a pagan. 2 Charity 
was possibly known even among pagans and this is criticism 
not of the highest order. Commenting again on this play, 
Johnson maintains that while Shakespeare confounds the cus-
toms of the ages, we should remember, n ••• that our author 
well knew what would please the audience for which he 
wrote."3 Since Elizabeth's reign was a time of patriotism, 
the people wanted their heroes and heroines to act English, 
regardless of the time, historical truth, or scene of ac-
tion. Thus, while it is true that Mercutio personifies an 
English lad, it can readily be seen that this anatopism mak 
ing a supposed Italian a kin to the audience was sound busi 
ness which gratified the audience and increased the popular 
ity of the play. But while such inconsistencies may have 
contributed economically to the success of the drama, they 
did nothing to enhance the play as a work of art. 
Johnson's criticism pointing out Shakespeare's care-
lessness in time and place has often been considered of the 
fault-finding variety. It is true that the modern audience 
2 Johnson, QR. Q,1:t_., _ King _ Le~r, VIII, 106. 
3 Ibid., p. 8, 
6 
is not disturbed when they read of an inland country pos-
sessing a seacoast, or find striking clocks appearing in 
plays whose setting long precedes the invention of that 
type clock. But Johnson rightly concluded that such inac-
curacies were weaknesses, and since he believed his functio 
as a critic was to make the reader aware not only of the 
beauties of the poet but also of his defects, he set down 
as one of the flaws in Shakespeare's plays the author's 
carelessness in distinguishing time and place. ~nile this 
is certainly not a serious defect, criticism which points 
it out should not be termed "quibbling." 
7 
Qh.§rgc~er~ 
Each age has found new interpretations for Shakes- 1 
peare's characters. The subject is apparently inexhaustiblJ 
and the last word will probably never be said. Much of 
Johnson's work in this field, like his criticism in general, 
has evoked much spirited discussion. The characters of 
Shakespeare, says Johnson, n ••• act and speak by the influ-
ence of those general passions and principles by which all 
minds are agitated ••• " "In the writings of other poets a 
character is too often an individual; in those of Shakes-
peare it is commonly a species." Again in the Prefa£~ 
Johnson states, ''His characters are not modified by the 
customs of particular places, ••• or professions, ••• they 
are the genuine progeny of common humanity ••• "4 It will be 
noted that his emphasis is on general or typical characters 
rather than individual. Johnson has been severely criti-
cized for his failure to appreciate the individuality of 
Shakespeare's characters, and what has been quoted above is 
usually the springboard many critics use to revile Johnson 
as a critic so mired in the beliefs and prejudices of his 
period that he could consider a "Falstaff'' a "species." If 
Johnson had said no more on this subject, it would be well 
to close this phase of his work with no further comment. 
But since Johnson did have more to say concerning 
------
4 Johnson,_ .. .Qll_. _cit., Dr. Johnson's Preface, I, 29. 
8 
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Shakespeare's characters, it is only fair to examine his 
total critique before concluding as Hazlitt did, " ••• the 
species Johnson found was all he sought or cared for ••• "5 
Johnson had noted in his Ereface _ tbat " ••• no poet ever 
kept his personages more distinct from each other."6 In 
this same work, Johnson says, "His story requires Romans or 
kings, but he thinks only on men."7 Here, Johnson defi-
nitely breaks with his tradition of character types and re-
veals a conflict within himself which shows that while he 
recognized the individuality of Shakespeare's characters, 
he could not bring himself to deny his theory that they 
were types adhering to general human nature. Because of 
this inconsistency and compromise, his work loses much of 
its effectiveness. 
In his notes on IS;.!nE. .J!~nr~ .. VIII, Joh.nson says that the 
genius of Shakespeare comes and goes with Katherine and tha 
all other parts could be easily written. 8 Parrott9 agrees 
that in this particular play Katherine is outstanding, but 
there a.re few, if any, who would conclude that the scene of 
5 Herbert Spencer Robinson, ~gllsh $1}§kesp~:r.trul 
g,ritic.!.§m .in. 1he d muht~HUl~n .centuu (New York, 1932, p. 
6 Johnson, ~- - £!1., Dr. Johnson's Preface, I, 30. 
7 Ib,ig., p. 32. 
8 Johnson, s;m .. £.!1., K!n&d ~no:. :Y:ill, VI, 1. 
12 • 
9 Thomas Marc Parrott, !llllim .. ill!~.§§R!Ul.t.!h A !!sa!l~Q.Q}& 
(New York, 1934), p • . 180 • . 
Buckingham and the character or Wolsey could be "easily 
written." 
Hamlet is an excellent example or the provocative and 
challenging power of some or Johnson's character interpreta 
tions. His comment, "Hamlet is, through the whole play, 
rather an instrument than an agent;n 10 has brought many 
challenges. Coleridge maintained that the Doc~or was not 
capable of understanding the true character of the Danish 
Prince. 11 Bradley says, "It does not occur to him :}ohnsori_i 
that this peculiar circumstance can be anything but a de-
fect ••• placed in just these particular circumstances they 
aggravate his mind. Any others would have been no prob-
lem.nl2 Tucker maintains that since Hamlet was acting in 
accordance with his father's spirit, he had to avenge his 
father's murder, avoid tainting his mind, and not harm his 
mother. 13 Coleridge, Bradley, and Tucker, all brilliant 
critics, could undoubtedly justify their conclusions. But 
the crux of the matter is that Johnson merely maintained 
that the Prince was a man to whom things happened. He 
10 Johnson, .QQ. ci~., Hamle;!;, VIII, 2. 
11 Thomas Middleton Raysor, editor, §amuel u,Q~erigge's Shake.§:Qear~can .. Qrit1£.1.§ID (Cambridge, 1930), II, 19~ 
12 A. c. Bradley, Shsakesgear§~n .. I.t.@.~ . (Lon~on, 1932), 
p. 91. 
13 William J. Tucker, CoJ.~ .. §llilkesge§r~ (New York, 
1932), p. 51. 
would probably have no argument with either Bradley or I 
Tucker. Perhaps it is true that in different circumstances 
the Prince would have acted differently, and possibly it is 
due to the instructions of the Ghost that Hamlet is limited 
in his action, but Johnson made no question of that. He 
merely pointed out that throughout the play things happen 
with which Hamlet has nothing to do. Johnson's analysis of 
Hamlet's dilemma is certainly a simply stated theme, and 
while its very simplicity seems strangely naive in an age 
deep in psychiatric interpretations, it is very possible 
that this is the conclusion at which the average reader of 
Shakespeare would arrive. In this same play, Johnson 
wishes that Hamlet had made some plea other than madness at 
Ophelia's grave, and Bradley says that he felt the same way 
at first, but upon further study realized there was no dif-
ference between feigning madness and asserting it. 14 Those 
of us who believe that the madness was a method rather than 
an actuality also wish that Haml et had made some other plea. 
It has become all too prevalent in character inter-
pretation to treat the comments of Johnson with the chari-
table condescension which a modern audience gives to an old 
record. But the amazing paradox is that his notes contain 
too much common sense to crumble under the onslaughts of 
mere ridicule. 
14 Bradley, Qll. sit., p. 90. 
11 
Johnson's work in character interpretation was of 
mixed quality. His inability to decide whether Shakes-
peare's characters were types or individuals weakened the 
value of his critique. Often when he finds a character who 
disturbs his sense of righteousness (Lady Macbeth, for in-
stance) by action or speech, he is liable to dismiss the 
character with a caustic note and a heavy sigh that his 
favorite poet had not been more careful to instruct rather 
· than to please. But many of Johnson's character interpreta 
tions are excellent. He seems happy in this medium, espe-
cially when he is not bothered by his gnawing morality. 
His insight and common sense make for delightful character 
analysis with such personages as Polonius, Falstaff and 
Hamlet. It is not important that Kittredge, and Morgann 
before him, objected to the epithet of "coward" that John-
son applied to the "fat knight," or that some see in Polon-
ius the perfection of deplomacy rather than u ••• dotage en-
croaching upon wisdom ••• ,ul5 for each age must interpret 
in the light of its own understanding. But it is signifi-
cant that since 1765 these character analyses have been the 
subject of much study and much criticism, and many of John-
son's interpretations (his conclusion that Falstaff was a 
coward, for instance) have been accepted by contemporary 
critics. 
--------:o---
l5 Johnson, Q:Q.. £ll •. , Haml;et, VIII, 37. 
12 
David Nichol Smith in his book, .§hau§1lear§ qi!! ~ 
E,!ghteen~h Century,_ points out tha.t in the British M!t&§£ine 
prior to 1765 there were only two articles on Shakespeare, 
but that after Johnson's edition such criticism was much 
more prevalent. Raysorl6 maintained that William Richard-
son was the first real pioneer in character study in the 
Eighteenth Century, but actually Johnson's edition preceded 
his book, An AnW§!§. __ ~nd Illu.§trratiog_ .Qf .~ .Qfq §.hsake~­
l2erare.!_s .. Remarksab~ ... Ch~ilc~_,_ __ by . nine year.s._ While it is 
not possible to. say exactly who was the first pioneer in 
this type of study, it can be fairly said that Johnson's 
work in this field greatly accelerated this new method and 
that some of his psychological analyses of Shakespeare's 
characters are masterpieces of interpretation. 
16 Raysor, .Qn • . ~ll. , II, xxi-xxii. 
13 
~ · 
II 
\ 
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17 Johnson, ,QQ • .. £,!t .. ' Dr.. Johnson's Ere~"' r, 34-35. 
incidents which have produced much merriment both in book 
form and on the stage. But Saroyan does not supplant 
O'Neill because he writes his plays with much simplicity, 
nor does Shakespeare appear less at ease in tragedy than in 
comedy simply because of the statement of Doctor Johnson. 
There is much doubt that Shakespeare's greatest genius lay 
in the field of comedy and, ironically enough, much of the 
destructive criticism leveled against this theory emanates 
from the pen of Doctor Johnson. 
It is one of the interesting paradoxes of Johnson's 
criticism, and one, incidentally, which did not escape the 
Nineteenth Century critics that, while he is lavish in his 
praise of Shakespeare's comedies, he bitterly attacks the 
comic scene and comic dialogue. How, it was argued reason-
ably, can you attack the parts without of necessity extend-
ing the treatment to the whole work in determining its 
value as a work of art? Throughout Johnson's entire text 
one of the criticisms which is sustained without let-up is 
his d~"Slike for the Poet's puns and jests. "A quibble , 11 
says Johnson, " ••• is sure to lead him out of his way, and 
sure to engulf him in the mire. • •• let but a quibble sprin 
up before him, and he leaves his work unfinished."18 In 
practically every play there is at least one reference to 
the author's unfortunate clichl!s. Continually, and with 
--------
18 Johnson, sm... _£.it., Dr. Johnson's !:!:§~, I, 38-39. 
I' 
15 
I' I 
some justice, he complains of Shakespeare's excessive use 
of an image such as "cuckold's horns." He found the au-
thor's " ••• reciprocations of smartness and contests of sar-
casm ••• " seldom successful and maintained that their jests I 
were " ••• commonly gross, and their pleasantry licentious ••• "! 
and cautioned quite severely that, while there are many I 
types of gaiety, " ••• a writer ought to choose the best.n19 
"The theatre, when it is under any other direction," 
says Johnson, "is peopled by such characters as were never 
seen, conversing in a language which was never heard ••• " 
"But the dialogue of this author U3hakespear~ ••• is pur-
sued with so much ease and simplicity, that it seems scarce 
ly to claim the merit of fiction, but to have been gleaned 
I 
by diligent selection out of common conversation and common I 
occurrences. n 20 Yet Johnson has already maintained that I 
Shakespeare was lax in not being more particular in his 
choice of dialogue. Later in the f.r.g,l~ _ he maintained tha , 
Shakespeare " ••• corrupted language by every mode of deprava 
tion ••• u 21 He sincerely wished the dialogue in I!!glf.:th 
,Night, III, iv, 11 ••• had not ventured so near profaneness, 11 
and found that the merriment between Macmorris and Captain 
Jamey in King Henu. Y., III, ii, was weak for the same 
19 Johnson, Q.Q.. £it., Dr. Johnson's Prefgce, I, 37. 
20 IP!£., p. 30. 
21 !pid., p. 52. 
16 
reason. In this same play (V, ii) he says, "We have here 
but a mean dialogue for princes; the merriment is very gros 
and the sentiments are very worthless." In his note on the 
M~ ~!y_g.§. of . Windsor, IV, v, he finds that the fault of 
the play " ••• is the frequency of expressions so profane tha 
no necessity of preserving character can 1ustify them;" 
Johnson considered comedy to be Shakespeare's natural 
field, but he was strongly opposed to the poet's comic dia-
logue and comic scene, and the question that poses itself 
is whether it is possible to criticize the part without to 
some extent damaging the value of the w~rk as a whole. Thi 1 
particular type of humour which Johnson objects to is preva 
lent throughout most of Shakespeare's plays, so the criti-
cism is extended not to isolated cases but to all his plays 
where Johnson finds Shakespeare continually obsessed with 
platitudes and puns. Thus, while Johnson lauds the medium 
he most admires, he inadvertently, or at least inconsistent-
ly, destroys the effectiveness of his praise. 
Many of Johnson's inconsistencies in this field are 
better understood when we realize that whenever Johnson is 
involved with the moral question there can be no compromise. 
Johnson believed that a man should write the best he can, 
choose uplifting dialogues, avoid witticisms which are crud 
' ' 
and, above all, never forget that his purpose is to in-
struct. A poet's mission, Johnson believed, was a divine 
one given to but few men, and they should never forget 
17 
their responsibility. 
Johnson felt that much of what was wrong with the dia-
logue of Shakespeare was the result of the author writing 
to please the crowd. He felt that Shakespeare prostituted 
his art merely to win the applause of the audience. 
Bridges22 concurs with this viewpoint and points out that 
since Shakespeare was continually seeking to satisfy the 
gross tasteof the audience, his work suffered as a conse-
quence. It has been pointed out by other authorities, 23 
that what the people wanted was witty dialogue, puns, con-
ceits and a little bit of spice, and Shakespeare as a true 
Elizabethan gave them exactly that. Coleridge admits that 
Shakespeare has a few "gross speeches'' but, he continues, 
I 
" ••• examine history minutely and we shall find that this J 
was the ordinary language of the time ••• " so how can it be I 
I 
considered offensive~ 24 It is true, he admits, that there I 
is " ••• no doubt that Beaumont and Fletcher imitate the ease I 
of gentlemanly conversation better than Shakespeare.n25 
"We all know," says Bradley, "that Shakespeare's time was 
-----~ 
22 Robert Bridges, "Shakespeare's Audience," Qol,le£1~ 
~~~~ - ~- fa~e~ (London, 1927), et passim. 
23 Thomas Marc Parrott, W,lJ.l!B!lLSh,ake§pe§r~ ., A !i§.nd-
:BQok (New York, 1934), p. 9o. . 
24 Thomas Middleton Raysor, editor, S§mueJ, C~J.erigge's 
§.bakesn~are.an __ £ritic,Um (Cambridge, 1930), li, 12 • 
25 .Ibid., p. 357. 
18 
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rough, indeco_rous, ••• and . so we are prepared for coarse 
speech ••• and we make allowance for them without thinking 
about the matter." 26 But this type of criticism attempts 
to explain why Shakespeare wrote as he did without determin-
ing whether or not it was, as Johnson maintained, a weakness 
to do so. While the modern reader is not nearly so dis-
tressed by Shakespeare's comic dialogue as Johnson was, one 
cannot but be aware at times of the excessive use of clich~s ~ 
the crude dialogue and often, as Johnson pointed out, the I 
continual search for a pun. 
Johnson's preference for comedy and the inconsistencies 
I in his notes on Shakespeare's comic dialogue are extremely 1 
difficult to justify. William Hazlitt maintained that 
Shakespeare " ••• put his strength into his tragedies and 
played with comedy.n 27 And then in discussing Johnson's 
preference for comedy Hazlitt remarked, "It is in fact the 
established rule at present, ••• to speak highly of the 
Doctor's authority, and to dissent from almost everyone of 
his critical decisions." 28 This comment is unnecessarily 
harsh, but as it applies to Johnson's preference for comedy 
26 A. c. Bradley, 
1909), p. 362. 
Q~org _Le;tyres ._ .Q!l . Po~try _ (Boston, 
27 William Hazlitt, Ih~ Mi§c§ils.neous !m:ks of Y!!lliam 
tl.sazlitt (Philadelphia, 1876), IV, 33. 
28 IQ!Q., p. 32. 
19 
and the reasons he advances to substantiate his thesis, the 
bulk of critical evidence concurs with Hazlitt's opinion. 
The reasons Johnson gives to support his belief in Shakes-
peare's superiority in comedy are not very convincing. That 
the poet seems " ••• to repose, as in a mo_de congenial to his 
nature ••• " and " ••• seems to produce without labour ••• " his 
brilliant comedies is not a particularly meaningful explana-
tion for his preference. Nor is his statement that the 
tragedies always have "something wanting" particularly help-
ful to the reader who looks in vain for specific reference 
to what is lacking in this type play. 
Johnson's cognizance of Shakespeare's vulgarity and 
gross dialogue, which is certainly justified in instances, 
was neither original nor particularly well presented. The 
sustained manner in which he belabors Shakespeare's care-
lessness in speech has the unhappy result of losing its ef-
fectiveness when it is often most justifie~ because of 
repetition. 
20 
Samuel Johnson was one of the first to point out that a 
small part of Shakespeare's reputation depended upon the 
I 
naked plot of his plays. Those who had preceded Johnson had 
been quick to show that the poet was seldom original in his 
stories, but until the time of Johnson's text, few had real-
ized that the plays were great almost in spite of the plots. 
Many of the critics following Johnson have shared his con-
clusion that Shakespeare was often carele~s about his plots 
and that he cared little for the architechtonics of plot 
development, but the modern school of criticism has serious-
ly questioned Johnson's conclusion that Shakespeare was 
careless in plot development. ''His plots," says Johnson, 
"whether historical or fabulous, are always crowded with in-
cidents, by which the attention of a rude people was more 
easily caught than by .sentiment or argumentation." 29 It was 
necessary for Shakespeare to borrow his plots from the most 
popular authors, Johnson maintained, otherwise, " ••• his 
audience could not have followed him through the intricacies 
of the drama ••• u30 Here again is the inference that Shakes-
peare's plots were written for a crude audience. This view-
point has found a strong proponent in Robert Bridges who 
goes even farther than Johnson by maintaining that because 
29 Johnson, QQ.. £ll .. . , Dr. Johnson's Prefac~, I, 45. 
30 ~2£.. _ .ill. 
21 
of this specific fault Shakespeare lost much of his effec-
tiveness.31 This argument has raged for many years and the 
bulk of the evidence seems to disprove the theory that the 
plays were written for any particular group. Bradley points ! 
out that the thesis which maintains that the audience of 
the Inns of Courts and those at the public showing were two 
different types of spectators is specious since " ••• it is 
ridiculous to think that the latter spurned what the former 
applauded since ••• even the lower element ••• appreciated the 
poetry.n32 While it is true that there are scenes and in-
cidents which the lower stratum of Elizabethan society might 
have found most enjoyable, many of the tragedies and the 
historical dramas contain much "sentiment and argumentation,' 
and one finds the words "rude people" somewhat incongruous 
with an appreciation and understanding of ~mlet • . The very 
complexity of some of Shakespeare's scenes and the philo-
sophical depths to which he plunges seems to indicate that 
he was often writing for an audience which could understand 
and appreciate the deeper aspect of his genius. Johnson 
says: 
Shakespeare's plots are often so loosely 
formed, that a very slight consideration 
may improve them, ••• He omits opportunities 
--·-----
31 Robert Bridges, "Shakespeare's Audience," Q.Qll~teg 
~.§..§U.§. ~ .E~ll (London, 1927), et passim. 
32 A. C. Bradley, Ql}ford Lectures .Q!! Poetry n(Boston, 
1909), p. 375. 
22 
of instructing or delighting, which the 
train of his story seems to force upon 
him, and apparently rejects those exhibi-
tions which would be more affecting, for 
the sake of those which are more easy.33 
Here again is Johnson the moralist making a good observation 
which loses some of its effectiveness by its tedious moral-
izing. 
It is true that the greatness of Shakespeare's plays 
rests not upon the plot but upon character delineation and 
true-to-life incidents. In the play Othello, for instance, 
Barker34 rightly points out that there is no time when Des-
demona could have been guilty of adultery and yet Shakes-
peare by his power to appeal to the emotional intensity 
makes his audience unaware of the fallacy in the plot. In 
~!n.g ~.sal:, I, i, Johnson maintains the plot structure fails 
miserably in the first act since the King has already di-
vided his property and that which follows, if we are t o take 
it literally, is quite absurd from the viewpoint of plot 
consistency. In his strictures on this same play35 __ and 
this is not a criticism of the plot but an interpretation--
Johnson shows how the plot revolves not around the King's 
loss of his kingdom but around his daughters' ungratefulness 
33 Johnson, Qll_. _,git_., Dr. Johnson's ~~' I, 36. 
I 
34 Harley Granville-Barker, ~ .ii!.l·, "Henry V to 
A..§pec:t§ _  Qf ShSikespe§~ (New York, 1934), pp. 48-83. Hamlet, !' 
35 Johnson, 2]2. cit., Kin.g_ ~s.I:, VIII, 7-9. 
If the selfishness of _Lear's children were the predominant 
theme then we could not very well sympathize with Lear's 
dilemma. Again in his stricture on ~h~!lo, Johnson main-
tained that, "Had the scene opened in Cyprus, and the pre-
ceding incidents been occasionally related, there had been 
little wanting to a drama of the most exact and scrupulous 
regularity.n36 Such _emendations would have produced a play 
much closer to the Greeks; but it is doubtful if such a 
change in plot would have developed a better play, espe-
cially in terms of dramatic interest. Most authorities have 
agreed with Johnson that the plot in Much __ Ad~LAQQJ.ll_ Nothing 
is weak, and it takes a strong argument to justify the 
Claudio-Hero theme. In H§ml~t, Granville-Barker finds that 
the hero is absent at the most critical period for a full 
forty minutes and finally concludes that this play is "··· 
the triumph of dramatic idea over dramatic action and of 
character over plot.n37 Coleridge38 points out that the in-
terest in the play is always on account of the characters 
and that the plot is a mere canvass. This is the same senti 
ment Johnson presented many years earlier in his f~!ijg~ 
proving again that the Nineteenth Century critics are under 
--------
36 Johnson, Qll. £.l~., Othe;I,lo, VIII, 3. 
37 Granville-Barker, QR. ,g,it., p. 65. 
38 Raymond M. Alden, ncharacteristics of Shakespeare's 
D( ramas, u E,grul¥!g_.e i!LEng!j.§h Prose Q! ~he J:!in§teenth Q.entury 
Boston, 1917J, p. 41. 
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more obligation to Doctor Johnson than they sometimes sup-
posed. 
Johnson's criticism of the plots of Shakespeare's plays 
is not particularly outstanding. Much of what he says had 
been said before. That Shakespeare was not original and 
that he was never averse to borrowing a plot was an old 
familiar song at Johnson•·s time, but when Johnson showed 
that the plots revolved around the characters and happenings 
and how little work was actually necessary to improve the 
plots, be opened a field of controversy which has continued 
up to the present day. 
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Johnson maintained that Shakespeare was often lax about l 
the endings of his plays and attributed this weakness to the 
fact that he '' ••• shortened the labour to snatch the profit," 
and " ••• remits hi s efforts where he should most vigorously 
exert them ••• u39 resulting in a weakening of the entire 
play. There is much evidence which shows a definite evolu-
tion in Shakespeare's plays and while many of the earlier 
were materially successful, the poet was never content to 
lose himself in any one medium merely to reap the rewards. 
If he had been, as Doctor Johnson maintains, "eager to 
snatch the profits," there is little reason why he should 
have abandoned the "golden duck" to strike out on new path-
ways which promised at the most a challenge to his 
39 Johnson, ~- q ill., Dr. Johnson's Prefac~, I, 37. 
tremendous genius and a very dubious success at the theatre. 
A successful conclusion was certainly difficult, and 
that Shakespeare erred is admitted even by Bradley who says, 
"He :,]hakespear~ seems to have finished some of his come-
dies with hasty and even contemptuous indif ference ••• n40 
He goes farther than Johnson by saying that Shakespeare 
wrote indifferently when he himself was not interested in 
the characters and that he possibly never extended himself 
to the limits of which he might have been capable. 41 In the l 
Granville-Barker work the author points out that in the play 
A3 Yo!!-- !4~ . It, "When he l]hakespeare] must wind up somehow, 
he does so with a prefunctoriness which makes the part of II 
Jacques do Bois one of the laughing stocks of the theatre."4~ 
In All'3-- !~ll Th~ Eng.§. _Y!..§ll, v, iii, Johnson says, "Shakes-
peare is now hastening to the end of the play ••• Decency re-
quired that Bertram's double crime of cruelty and disobedi-
ence ••• should raise more resentment ••. but Shakespeare wanted 
to conclude his play." 43 In KingHenu _V, v, ii, Johnson 
maintains that the 11 ••• poet's matter failed him in the fifth 
act, and he was glad to fill it up with whatever he could 
40 ( ) A. C. Bradley, §hS!kes:QeareS!n .fi:ilgegy ___ London, 1932 , 
p. 75. 1 
41 I.Q,!g.' p. 77. 
42 Granville-Barker, QR. 9it., p. 61. 
43 Johnson, op. cit., A].l's Well I!!t!,t _ Ends _ ~, 
III, 73. 
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"Lear Without Tears," Tim~,. July 18, 1949, LIV, 48. 
can see him lifting the pontifical finger as he intoned the 
words), "an opportunity of exhibiting a moral lesson ••• n45 
This is very possibly the real reason for his dislike of 
Shakespeare's endings. 
45 Johnson, Qll. £it .•. , A~ HXID! ~ik~_ ll, II, 2. 
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Egg~ic _ Justic§ I 
Johnson believed that the purpose of writing was to in-1 
struct and he was grieved to find that Shakespeare seemed 
" ••• so much more careful to please than to instruct, that he 
seems to write without any moral purpose.n46 
"His first defect," says Johnson, "is that 
to which may be imputed most of the evil of 
books or in men. He sacrifices virtue to 
convenience, ••• seems to write without any 
moral purpose. • •• he makes no just distri-
bution of good or evil, nor is always care-
ful to show in the virtuous a disapproba-
tion of the wicked; he carries his persons 
indifferently through right and wrong, and 
at the close dismisses them without further 
care, and leaves their examples to operate 
by chance. 11 47 
A look at a few of Johnson's notes will show how 
strongly he felt about this particular defect. In~~~ 
for Measure, v, i, Johnson finds that n ••• Angelo's crimes 
were such as must sufficiently justify punishment ••• and I 
believe every reader feels some indignation when he finds 
him spared." Shakespeare's failure to punish Angelo bothere • 
Johnson, and time and again he reminds the reader that the 
author missed an especially important opportunity to in-
struct in this play. Not all students have felt this way, 
however, for R. w. Chambers48 has pointed out that those 
46 Johnson, Ql2. • .£.1!., Pr. Johnson's Pr.§f~ce, I, 36. 
47 Loc. _cit. 
48 R. W. Chambers, M§n' ~ . Unconguera bls .. Mind, (London, 
1939), pp. 277-310. 
critics who feel Angelo should have been punished overlook 
the depth of Shakespeare's belief in the Christian act of 
forgiveness. Twelf.:th, .. N!ght " ••• fails to produce the proper 
instruction required in the drama ••• "49 In King l!ruu:, 
" ••• Shakespeare has suffered the virtue of Cordelia to 
perish ••• contrary to the natural ideas of justice ••• n50 
Similarly in M;asbeth, !i§.ml~:t, and in fact in most of Shakes-
peare's plays, Johnson finds that the author was not careful 
to instruct or to show a moral lesson. In explaining away 
Joseph Warton's criticism that Edmund's intervention in 
~ing 1~~ destroys the simplicity of the plot, Johnson 
gravely expostulates, " ••• by connecting the wicked son with 
the wicked daughters, to impress this important moral, ••• 
that crimes lead to crimes, and at last terminate in ruin."51 
Johnson concludes that this weakness, Shakespeare's in-
difference to good or evil, cannot be excused because of the 
barbarity of the age, " ••• for it is always a writer's duty 
to make the world better ••• n52 Here is Johnson the moralist 
expressing his greatest complaint against the poet. Thnough il 
out Johnson's entire Shakespearean criticism the reader is 
continually reminded of Shakespeare's negligence in teaching 
49 Johnson, ~ •. . £.1!., Twelfth .![!gh_:t, III, 3. 
50 lbig .. ,,. King _ ~.§.!:, VIII, 8. 
51 l£Qg_L ci,:t. 
52 Il1id., Dr. Johnson's E~f.~, I, 36. 
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a moral lesson. Regardless of the merit of any work of art, . 
I Johnson insisted that the audience should see or sense that 1 
in the workings of nature sin and virtue are not akin. This ' 
was a. consistent stand--no equivocation, no compromise. If 
an author neglected this moral requisite, then he had failed 
in his primary duty and was certain of being reprimanded by 
Johnson. Vfuether Shakespeare failed in this respect, how-
ever, is open to serious doubt. 
Johnson's belief in poetic justice is more complex than 
it seems, however, for in his comments on King .~ _ we find 
the following: 
A play in which the wicked prosper, and the 
virtuous miscarry, may doubtless be good, be-
cause it is a just representation of the com-
mon events of human life; but since all 
reasonable beipgs naturally love justice, I 
cannot easily be persuaded, that the observa-
tion of justice makes a play worse; or, that if 
other excellencies are equal, the audience will 
. not always rise better pleased from the final 
triumph of persecuted virtue.53 
Johnson admitted that the triumph of truth and morality 
is not always in accordance with what is observable in life. 
He realized that many times evil flourished while goodness J 
went unrewarded, and even in his own London he was cognizant 
of this irony. In answering Dryden's complaint that Adam 
in f.sn:ad1..§~ . -.!&§.t _ is not of heroic statue since he succumbs 
to sin Johnson says, " ••• there is no reason why the hero 
53 Johnson, .Qll. ,g,it., King,_I&sr., VIII, 8. 
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should not be unfortunate ••• since success and virtue do not 
necessarily go together."54 He underst<bod this and yet he 
wished fervently and very sincerely that Shakespeare's plays 
had shown the consistent triumph of good. Now if Johnson 
had felt like Bradley,55 that there is a moral order working 
throughout the universe which makes sin its own undoing, 
then we could understand his desire to have justice triumph 
because it would be in accordance with his view of life. 
Or if he believed, as John Dennis did, that " ••• good must 
never fail to prosper, and the bad must always be punished 
••• "56 sine e that is what one observes in daily life, there 
would be no inconsistency. But when he maintained that 
poetic justice is at variance with what man often finds in 
life, and yet asks that poets write not what they see but 
what they wished existed, then is he not asking the artist 
to present a picture that is not always true? Not according 
to Johnson. Great writers, he reasoned, are gifted by God; 
t hey have a tremendous influence for good or evil, and their 
talents must always work for good. If they paint evil as 
attractive or victorious over justice, then none but the 
-------
54 Arthur Murphy, editor, Ih~ ~ks of Samuel ~ohnson 
(New York, 1837), p. 42. 
55 A. c. Bradley, Sha~s~eareru} _ Trage,!U' _ (London, 1932), 
p. 39. 
56 Raymond MacDonald Aleen, editor, "On the Views and 
Writings of Shakespeare,"" ~gdi~rs in ~nglishPrQ§~ of ~g 
Eighteggth Centur1 (Boston, 191 , p. 214. 
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very pious shall pursue that path. What Johnson expected 
of the writer is what he supposed the writer was inherently 
gifted with, and to deny that gift was to blaspheme the give ' 
and deny the responsibilities that are given but to few men 
in a lifetime. He believed that the continual representa-
tion of man as an ungovernable brute, guided by blind des-
tiny, was a poor appetizer to the spiritual necessities of 
the soul. 
Earlier in the century Addison had argued vigorously 
against poetic justice because he felt that the playwright 
should be the one to determine the ultimate outcome of a 
play. The following century could find little evil in 
Shakespeare and was amazed and angered that Johnson should 
accuse him of lacking in morality. Coleridge maintained 
that, "Shakespeare has no innocent adulteries, no interest-
ing incests, no virtuous vice; he never renders that amiable , 
which religion and reason alike teach us to detest, or 
clothes impurity in the garb of virtue.n57 The Nineteenth 
Century critic points out that nowhere in literature do you 
find the beautiful conception of love or the sacredness of 
the marriage vows as is found in Snakespeare. Augustus 
Strong's book, ,Ihe Qref!t Poets grut.Ihei~ U Theolog;:{ applauds 
Shakespeare for abstaining from " ••• lingering over the 
57 Alden, .Qlt. __ c;tt., p. 41. 
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sensual details.u58 Burgess59 in his interesting study, 
Ih~ Billi .. .!n ShakesR,g§l:~_,_ u shows . that the word nGod" is found 
nearly seven hundred times and points out that the poet is 
always careful not to capitalize pagan gods. (This latter I 
point is perhaps not so much to the credit of the poet as it 
is to the early editors.) Burgess also shows the re~igious 
elements that are found in such plays as H5!mlet, ROms!Q s.n,g 
lulW, Richard. ill, The MerchsntuQ!: lliic~, and in the open · 
ing words of Shakespeare's will which begins with the words: 
"I command my soul ••• into the hands of God, my creator ••• n60 
"Sin," says Burgess, "is never exalted or deified. It is _ 
successful at times ••• but it is inevitably attached to its 
nemesis ••• "61 This is very similar to Coleridge's state-
ment62 and sounds a great deal like what Bradley has to say 
on the same subject: ''There is a moral order working and 
it is akin to good and opposed to evil. Good never produces 
suffering in Shakespeare only as it might seem being inter-
locked with evil."63 Tucker64 points out that one of the 
58 Augu~tus Strong, ~ ~.:t Poei§ AnS- Their ,Igeolo{cr 
(Philadelphia, 1899) 1 p. 210. · 
59 William Burgess, Ihe Bible in §~kes:Q~U (London, 
1903), p. 19. 
60 IQ!g., p. 113. 
61 Ibid. p. 80. 
-- ' 
62 Alden, 2E-• . £,!~., p. 41. 
63 . .· Bradley, QQ.£,it., p. 39. 
64 Tucker, Qll. •. .. s.i.:t. p. 300. 
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interesting things in Shakespeare's plays is the feeling of 
"irrevocable destiny." Chambers maintains that all of 
Shakespeare's plays " ••• show a belief in forgiveness as the 
virtue by which human goodness draws nearer to the divine."6' 
Perhaps the sentiment that has found most favorable approval , 
in our own century is the idea that Shakespeare, whether 
consciously or not, must be considered as a writer who has 
exerted a strong moral influence in literature. It does not i 
follow that Johnson's criticisms lose their value because 
his viewpoint has found so few champions, but it is a fair 
indication that most scholars since the Eighteenth Century 
have felt that Johnson was wrong in his denunciations. 
One other phase that should be noticed concerning this 
particular subject is that Johnson's approach was primarily 
negative. He felt that Shakespeare was due no special com-
mendation for excellent moral scenes since that should have 
been his primary purpose for writing, but whenever the au- · 
thor neglects this responsibility, Johnson felt that it was 
the duty of the critic to call attention to the omission. 
King, _!&slt, is an excellent play insofar as it is a masterly 
satirical play against judicial astrology, but it loses much 
of its effectiveness for Johnson when Shakespeare allows 
Lear and Cordelia to perish at the very opportunity he might 
have shown the triumph of good. And yet, since young Edgar 
65 . Chambers, ~· £1!. , p. 309. 
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and Albany remain alive, while Goneril, Regan, Edmund, Corn- ' 
wall and Oswald--all representatives of evil--are dead, it 
is difficult to see how this play represents the triumph of 
evil. As for Lear, there is nothing left for him--as 
Lamb66 reminds us--but death. 
~~en the reader of Shakespeare considers the sacredness 
of the marriage vows, the lack of sensual details, the ret-
ribution that is worked out through dreams and stricken con-
science, the psychological study of revelers and degenerates 
who are working their own undoing while they boast, the 
bigot who reveals himself while he reviles, the dangers that 
lay in wait for false pride and jealousy, the chasteness and l 
heroic nature of heroines, the desperate inner conflicts of 
the heroes, and above all the chain reaction of sin, as evil 
leads to more evil and finally culminates in disaster, he 
may conclude with certain cdnfidence, I believe, that Shakes-
peare, whether consciously or not, was a moral writer and is 
not guilty of Johnson's accusation that he seems to write 
without any moral purpose. Such a conclusion does not imply 
that Johnson's belief that all writers should be scrupulousl1J 
aware of their moral responsibilities is wrong, Perhaps ~~ 
Johnson knew more of human nature than he is given credit 1 
for, and possibly man needs more reminder of his destiny 
than he supposes. 
--------
66 Alden, sg. ~., p. 52. 
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In this phase of Johnson's criticism it must be remem-
bered that he says that Shakespeare " ••• seems to write with-
out any moral purpose and that anyone who thinks reasonably 
••• must think morally ••• " It would be difficult to prove 
from Johnson's critique, however, that he considered Shakes-
peare a moral writer. Indeed the most sustained and con-
sistent phase of all his work is that which attempts to 
prove that Shakespeare was lacking a sense of moral respon-
sibility in his writing. The evidence is abundantly clear 
that Johnson considered this to be the poet's greatest fault 
His viewpoint has found few admirers, and the critical evi-
dence since his time seems to prove that he was wrong. Ther 
can be little doubt, however, that Johnson's insistent mor-
alizing is one of the greatest faults in his Shakespearean 
criticism. Not only does his persistent preaching become 
tedious but it involves him in inconsistencies and often 
forces him to contradictory conclusions. Even his style of 
writing is affected when he encounters the moral issue. 
Warner Taylor found that "Lightness characterizes his ex-
pository style only when moral and ethical issues were not 
involved.n67 Walder68 maintained if Johnson could have 
-----·---
67 University of Wisconsin, Department of English 
Studies1 "Samuel Johnson's Prose Style," (Madison, Wisconsin 1918), li, 33. 
68 Ernest Walder, §hakespeari,an .. Qr.i tic ism_: .lgztu,S!l .S!nS 
Li term, .. ~Qm _Dryden .. .t.Q .. ~-~nd __ of !he ~ight~nth .Q!ill-tlU:.Y (London, lo95), p. 52~ 
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omitted his insistent moralizing, there is little doubt that
1 
his criticism would have gained in value, and many of the 
incongruities which forced the Nineteenth Century critics 
to ask, "Did Johnson read Shakespeare?'' would never have 
been written. Perhaps that is true, but Johnson's moraliz-
ing was not an affectation but a deeply rooted part of his 
character which, though it led to weaknesses in his Shakes-
pearean criticisms, we would not wish him without. 
Iheat;r~ 
Johnson can hardly qualify as an expert on the theatre. 
He had too many prejudices concerning the theatre and this, 
coupled with his poor eyesight and deficient hearin~ made 
it difficult for him to be an astute judge. He felt that 
many of the poet's plays were ill-adapted for the stage, 
and he had serious doubts as to the ability of any actor to 
make a role live. That comment did not exclude his friend 
Garrick. Many of Shakespeare's scenes he felt were impos-
sible to act and to attempt them was to invite ridicule. 
He believed that most of the Elizabethan audience was com-
posed of the lower element and that Shakespeare catered to 
their taste. In this contention he is joined by later au-
thorities. Johnson felt that the place to enjoy Shakes-
peare's plays was in the quiet of one's home where the 
pleasure would not depend on the ability of the actor or 
the sobriety of the crowd in the theatre. 
The picture of the Elizabethan theatre that Johnson 
and Bridges see is at great variance with that seen by the 
majority of the critics. It is not that they differ in re-
gard to the physical apparatus of the theatre, but rather 
as to the effect the audience had upon the writings of the 
poet. Bradley maintains that Shakespeare " ••• neither re-
sisted the wiles of the audience or gratified them without 
I 39 
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reserve ••• u69 Abercrombie,79 Parrott,71 and Wilson72 seem 
to feel that the audience instead of being a hindrance to 
the poet stimulated him to greater achievements. The pic-
ture they conjure up of an intensely patriotic people with 
a great love of verse and music, demanding action and a 
myriad of interesting events, and yet being capable of en-
joying Hamlet, _ is an entirely different concept than that 
of the rude, vulgar audience Johnson depicts. 
I 
( 
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Johnson's comment that Shakespeare fares poorly on the 
stage has been given much impetus by Lamb's essay73 on the 
same subject. Perhaps if both could have foreseen the im-
provements that have been made in stage settings, they would 
have felt differently. But, in any case, those critics who 
feel that the plays suffer on the stage and that to attempt 
to act some of them is to invite ridicule must still answer I 
Granville-Barker's challenge, "Is ~1ng __ !&far. _unfitted for the 
stage? A play written to be acted, which cannot be 
69 A. C. Bradley, Q2)ford ~1!!:~ .2n EQ.§try (Boston, 
19o9>, p. 365. I 
I' 70 Lascelles Abercrombie, "A Plea for the Liberty of J 
Interpreting," Aspeci§ Qf._ Shakespe§l:.§ (Oxford, 1933), p. 2471. 
71 Thomas Marc Parrott, Willis_m .Qruake.s~are, A Hsm9.-
book (New York, 1934), p. 91. 
72 J. Dover Wilson, "The Elizabethan Shakespeare," 
Asp,e~ts d .Qi Shak.§.SQ~ ~Oxford, 1933), pp. 129-202. 
73 Raymond MacDonald Alden, editor, "On the Tragedies 
of Shakespeare, u Reaging.s d_ in Eng1i3h.P..:r;-Q~ Qf. J!mg _ N1n.§-
1~nth Qgntuu _(Boston, 1917), pp. 46-55. 
effectively acted, is a failure. What should we say of a 
symphonr which no orchestra could play?"74 
Upon every other stage the universal agent 
is love ••• To bring a lover, a lady, and a 
rival into the fable; to entangle them in 
contradictory obligations, perplex them with 
oppositions of interest, and harrass them 
with violence of desires inconsistent with 
each other; ••• is the business of a modern 
dramatist ••• But love is only one of many 
passions, and as it has no great influence 
upon the sum of life, it has little opera-
tion in the dramas of a poet, who caught 
his ideas from the living world, and exhib-
ited only what he saw before him.75 
This is a difficult comment to understand since the state-
ment that love " ••• has no great influence upon the sum of 
life and it has little operation in the dramas of a poet ••• " 
is not borne out by a reading of Shakespeare's plays. Love 1 
seems to be the theme of many of the comedies and plays an 
important part in the tragedies. Such a comment lends cre-
dence to Hazlitt's complaint that Johnson's balanced style 
often forced him into writing alternations of perfections 
and absurdities.76 Perhaps what Johnson was particularly 
complaining against was the manner in which the other play-
wrights handled their love scenes, but when he continues 
-------
74 Harley Granville-Barker, .!it. al. "Henry V to Ham-
let," UQ!;!Ct§Of ShW,§R,§~ u (Oxford, 1933), pp. 72-73. 
75 Samuel Johnson, editor~ Ih£! ~~~atick Works _Qf !il-
11~ §hake§Reare (Boston, 1802;, Dr. Johnson's Preface, 
I, 30. 
76 William Hazli tt, Qh.s.r.s.s..t~ Q!l Shake~£!S1:~.§ Elu.§ 
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with the statement that love had little place in the plays 
or the Bard of Avon, he seems almost to justify Hazlitt's 
complaint that Johnson's balanced style forced him into 
writing absurdities. 
The main contribution that Johnson made in this par-
ticular field was the recognition that many of the charac-
ters on Shakespeare's stage had counterparts that were in-
stantly recognizable to the audience. His comments con-
cerning the acting of the plays and the influence of the 
audience on Shakespeare's writings cannot be evaluated ac-
curately since these questions are still vitally alive and 
provocative today and are receiving serious consideration 
from contemporary critics. It is to Johnson's credit, how-
ever, that he was among the first to raise the issue. His 
belief that love had little operation on Shakespeare's 
stage is not tru~ because reference to Shakespeare's plays 
gives abundant evidence to the contrary. 
42 
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It has often been said, and perhaps with justice, that 
Shakespeare's tragedies had to wait until the Nineteenth 
Century before they were fully appreciated. The Eighteenth 
Century critics, it is felt, although cognizant of the 
beauty and power in the plays, were unable to understand 
the reason for their greatness. Coleridge, Schlegel, and 
Bradley have undoubtedly done much more in this particular 
field than all of the Eighteenth Century critics combined. 
But in all fairness it must be pointed out that while John-
son is indebted to Dryden in this field, so too, are subse-
quent critics in varying degrees, obligated to Johnson for 
his studies in Shakespearean tragedy. Not much, it is 
granted; but more than is commonly supposed, and certainly 
more than Johnson is given credit for. 
Johnson admired Shakespeare's tragedies but he found 
that in tragedy Shakespeare " ••• often writes with great ap-
pearance of toil and study, what is written at last with 
little felicity ••• u77 urn tragedy'" says Johnson, "his 
performance seems constantly to be worse, as his labour is 
more. • •• whenever he solicits his invention, or strains 
his faculties, the offspring of his throes is tumour, mean-
ness, tediousness, and obscurity.n78 Johnson seemed to 
___ , __ _ 
77 ' Johnson, .QQ_. £il., Dr. Johnson s Pref.a£.§, I, 34. 
78 Ibld., p. 37. 
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expect that the tragedies should have the same effortless 
ease that is characteristic of Shakespeare's lighter works. 
Comedy, we know, he considered to be the poet's natural 
medium and the one in which he wrot.e with most facility. 
Johnson was distressed to find that his favorite seemed to 
be straining in his tragedies as if he was working in a mode 
not convenient to his natural bent. He felt that there was 
something lacking in his tragic scenes, and that the poet 
aware of his dilemma would strike out boldly in pursuit of 
comic relief, spoiling the effectiveness of the tragic and 
missing fire completely with the comedy. Johnson felt that 
Shakespeare's tragedies, in spite of the plaudits he often 
heaped on them, lacked something which he was actually un-
able to define. T. s. Eliot feels that Johnson's stand is 
79 Harley Granville-Barker, "Shakespearean Criticism, 11 
A .Q.Qm:2SU!ion _,:tQ _§hake§I2..§are's §.:tydi~§ (New York, 1934), 
p. 295'. 
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fully express tragedy, where in literature shall we look? 
Johnson felt that Shakespeare's tragedies were over-
stocked with personages. Shakespearean directors in all 
ages have felt that in order to present Shakespeare's plays 
in an enjoyable form, it is necessary to cut the hours of 
production, even if this measure calls for the elimination 
of characters with whom we have become familiar during our 
reading. This is theatrical expediency, based on the theory 
that an audience conditioned to witnessing a two-and-one-
half hour performance would grow restless, if not dis-
gruntled, with a show which dragged out for four or more 
hours. These liberties could possibly be pointed out as ar-
guments in favor of, or substantiating, Johnson's conclu-
sion, save for the fact that his criticism was applied to 
the reading of the play as well as to the theatre. Whom 
would he dispense with in HBml~t? _. Woul.d the dropping of the 
secondary plot in ~ing_ J&uep.hance the value of the play? 
And might not an experiment like this have the unfortunate 
results which confronts the landscape artist who plucking 
branches from either side of the tree in order to secure 
better balance finds that eventually he has nothing left but 
the trunk? 
And if the premise is accepted that some of the per-
sonages are superfluous, who would do the amputation? John-
son would accept the dismissal of the Fool in ~~; Maurice 
Evans might drop out the gravediggers' scene; Tate preferred 
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to remake the characters; some would have Hero marry Bene-
dict; others would like to have Romeo dropped and have Mer-
cutio marry Juliet; but would any one, or all, of these 
changes make a better play? And is not the difficulty of 
"excess personages" one of the points which Johnson had 
previously clarified by showing that the character which 
seems obscure or unnecessary might have had in Shakespeare's 
day a tremendous contemporary meaning which has long since 
been lost? And might it not follow logically that the char-
acters who no longer appeal to our Nineteenth and Twentieth 
Century minds find many cha~pions in a distant day? 
In the Wf§.£.§.Johnson speaks of Shakespeare's " ••• dis-
proportionate pomp of diction ••• " in narration which results 
in 11 ••• a wearisome train of circumlocution ••• u80 It is true 
that in some of the historical plays, where it is necessary 
to inform the audience of the background of the action, the ' 
narration is of necessity long and often tedious; but under 
the circumstances it would be impossible to set the scene in 
a few words as Johnson suggests. Prospero's story to Miran-
da, and Horatio's talk to the guardsmen are excellent ex-
amples of Shakespeare's skill in narrating a story in a 
fascinating manner. When Johnson complains that Shakes-
peare's set speeches ''· •• are commonly cold and weak ••• "81 
80 ' Johnson, QQ. Qit ..• , Dr. Johnson s fref§ce, I, 37. 
81 8 Ibig., p. 3. 
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the magnificent declamations of Othello and Lear decry this 
objection. Johnson felt that Shakespeare often becomes en-
tangled with a sentiment that he could not adequately ex-
press, but rather than reject it, he left it to be evolved 
by those with more leisure to bestow upon it. But is the 
difficulty in understanding some of Shakespeare's lines the 
fault of the author or of the critic? May we not assume 
that Shakespeare understood what he wrote but that the com-
plete understanding of all the passages may never be ours 
because of the transcendatal genius of the poet? w. w. Law-r 
renee says of Troilu.§. §..m! Cr.§.§siga, 11 ••• we are at the pres-
ent time a little nearer to a satisfactory solution of the 
difficulties than we were a hundred years ago ••• u82 This 
approach, wherein the critic accepts the challenge of under-
standing Shakespeare, thoroughly aware of his own limita-
tions, seems more logical than Johnson's supposition that 
Shakespeare purposely left enigmas unsolved in the hopes 
that posterity could fathom what he had created but not 
fully understood. 
Much of what Johnson felt wrong in the tragedies has 
already been discussed: the circumlocution and pomp of 
diction, the excess of characters, the coldness of set 
speeches, inconsistencies in time and place, and the 
I 
82 William w. Lawrence, "The Love Story in Troi~ 
SlD£1 £res_si~,'' Shaksperian Studies (New York, 19Ib), p. 187.
1
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unwieldy sentiments. It is interesting to note that many 
of his comments are still retained by later critics al-
though they are greatly enlarged and more conclusively 
proven. For instance, the following defects that Bradley 
found in Shakespeare's tragedies are similar to what John-
son listed as weaknesses: 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
The number of short scenes are a 
handicap. 
Matter is introduced that contributes 
neither to plot development nor to 
character delineation. 
Soliloquies are often addressed to 
the audience instead of being used 
to reveal inner conflicts. 
There are inconsistencies as to lapse 
of time in the plays. 
There is obscurity of language. 
Speeches are inserted that in no way 
add to the action of the plays. 
\Vhile it would be untrue to infer that Bradley's work was 
I 
I 
I! 
II 
I 
not an original study, the evidence does indicate that much I 
of what Johnson found wrong in the tragedies has been veri-
fied and accepted by one of the greatest Shakespearean 
critics of the Twentieth Century. 
Some of Johnson's best criticism is his defense of 
Shakespeare's right to mingle comedy and tragedy. It had 
long been known that the works of Shakespeare were at vari-
ance with the ancient poets, and none could recall any 
great poet who had ever taken the liberty of combining the 
! 
I 
I 
two. I A dramatist wrote either a tragedy or a comedy, since 1 
each was considered a distinct type that had no connection 
II 
with the other. Yet, Shakespeare had violated the law and 
his plays were successful. Again it was the stentorian 
voice of Johnson, as it had been many times befor e, which 
explained vigorously, yet simply, that what the poet had 
done was to copy life, and that the mingling of laughter 
and tears was not at all contrary to life, but rather was ~~ 
life. He showed that this type of play was neither tragedy 
1 nor comedy but a work of a distinct kind, and thus not sub-
ject to the ancient rules. It is interesting to note John-
son's inconsistency. He defends Shakespeare's right to 
mingle comedy and tragedy on the grounds that the Poet mere-
ly copied life, and yet throughout his critique he insists 
that the plays should adhere to the doctrine of poetic jus-
tice which, he admits, is often contrary to what one ob-
serves in life. 
1 
While Johnson is de.serving of much credit for his crit-
icism on tragi-comedy, it must be remembered that his criti-
cism was not original and sounded very much like what Dryden 
had said on this subject many years earlier. 11 The objec-
tion,'~ says Dryden, "that one cannot witness a scene of 
great passion followed by mirth is speedily denied by the 
common occurrences of life wherein the eyes readily pass 
from the unpleasant to the pleasant." Shakespeare, there-
fore, has " ••• invented, increased and perfected a more 
pleasant way of writing for the stage, than was ever known 
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to the ancients or moderns of any nation ••• "83 But while 
Dryden understood that Shakespe~re could not be judged by 
the rules of the ancients it remained for Johnson to destroy 
this persistent belief and to show his doubting England 
that far from violating any rules Shakespeare had created 
II 5o 
a new medium which no one else had ever tried and which was, 
in fact, superior to many of the works of the Greeks and I 
Romans. 
--------
83 John Dryden,];.§.§.~ of _John Quden (Oxford, 1900), 
I, 70. 
:rrn th_ to __ N§. tyr§ 
It is acknowledged by all critics that Shakespeare ex-
celled in his truth to nature, and what Johnson has to offer 
on this particular phase of the poet's genius, while not 
exceptionally brilliant, is a good example of Johnson's 
ability to put into common language the thoughts that many 
have tried to express without singular success. And be-
cause it is human frailty to expose specious arguments whic~ 
flatter to some extent our own erudition, and because it is I 
a temptation to pass over valid criticism with the mild ac-
quiescence, "I agree," I am quoting quite extensively some 
of Johnson's most celebrated passages in the ~fs£§ where-
in he describes Shakespeare's truth to nature in language 
that is not easy to forget. 
This, therefore 1 is the praise of Shakespeare, that his drama 1s the mirror of life, that he 
who has mazed his imagination, in following 
the phantoms which other writers raise up be-
fore him, may here be cured of his delirious 
ecstacies, by reading human sentiments in 
human language, by scenes from which a hermit 
may estimate the transactions of the world, 
and a confessor predict the progress of the 
passions. 
Shakespeare has no heroes; his scenes are oc-
cupied only by men, who act and speak as the 
reader thinks that he should himself have 
spoken or acted on the same occasion.84 
Shakespeare, whether life or nature be his 
subject, shows plainly, that he has seen with 
his own eyes; he gives the image which he 
84 Johnson, QQ.. s_it., Dr. Johnson's £ref~£§, I, 31. 
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receives, not weakened or distorted by the 
intervention of any other mind ••• ~5 
Not only are the above quotations just and well writ-
ten, but in none of them do we perceive Johnson attempting 
to describe Shakespeare's art in terms of general nature. 
If Johnson had been able to accept Shakespeare's characters 
as individuals, there would be little wanting in this field 
of his criticism. Many of the critics preceding Johnson 
had been aware that Shakespeare's plays were much closer to 
actual nature than the artificial, moralistic dramas of 
their own age, but none described this great gift of the 
poet so accurately and sympathetically as did Johnson, and 
it is truly to be regretted that Johnson compromised the 
effectiveness of his comments by being unable, or unwilling, 
to admit that Shakespeare's characters were highly individ- 1 
ualistic and not types. I 
It is because of Shakespeare's truth to nature, Johnso1 
maintained, that we find so many practical axioms and so 
much domestic wisdom in his plays. This is a good observa-
tion. Since Shakespeare gathered many of his precepts from 
common humanity, they are durable until human nature shall 
change, and the greatest justification for this is found on I 
the lips of people who, never having read Shakespeare, use 
his axioms and advice to console, scold, and philosophize 
85 Johnson, .QR • .s,U., Dr. Johnson's Preface, I, 51. 
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without having any idea of the source of their wisdom. It 
is interesting, too, that Shakespeare's most famous sayings 
are not limited to any particular stratum of society but 
find welcome at the highest and lowest levels. And often 
those who proclaim Shakespeare as the pampered deity of the 
literati quote the hypocritical axioms of Iago with the 
solemnity of a priest pronouncing benediction. 
In his ProQO§§l§ ~ohnson maintained that in order full~ 
to understand Shakespeare, it is necessary to examine the I 
traditions and superstitions of the vulgar. This sentiment 
shows Johnson's belief that Shakespeare wrote for the lower 
element, but it is to his credit that while he might have 
wished that Shakespeare had not catered so frequently to II 
this group, he was quick enough to give praise to such char-1 
acters as Iago and Falstaff. It is probably true, as John-
son so often speculated, that many of Shakespeare's charac-
ters had counterparts that were recognizable to the Eliza-
bethans and who were probably intimates of the author. 
Emile Legouis86 has written an interesting essay on this 
subject entitled, "The Baechle Element in Shakespeare's 
Plays," in which he contends that the truthful depiction of 
Falstaff and Sir Toby as drinking men shows that the author 
evidently had much first-hand knowledge on the subject. 
--------
86 Harley Granville-Barker, et al., "The Bacchic 
Element in Shakespeare's Plays, 11 !.ruH~Ct§ _S2f Shak~ea.r,g 
( New York, 1934), pp. 49-84. 
53 
54 
========~======~ 
This is speculative criticism but it is possible that 
Shakespeare might have met some of his most beloved villains~ 
in the smoke-filled taverns of London. 
l 
There is one phase of Johnson's critic ism on this sub- I 
ject which is not well done. The Doctor had a vast store 
of general knowl edge, possibly augmented by the tremendous 
research required in preparing his Dictionary, and some-
times when he comes to a subject which is of particular in-
terest to him he is liable to lose himself in the minute. 
In Me§..§YJ:g n fot. .M ea.§ur~.., JJI, i, for ins.tance, he chastised 
Shakespeare by saying, "·~·a serpent's tongue is soft but 
not forked nor hurtful. If it could hurt, it could not be 
soft. 11 Again in A. Mid§!L.IDID§D Night_ Qre,am,. .. lli, i, Johnson 
cannot understand how the poet placed the glow-worm's light 
in his eye, " ••• when everybody should know it is in his 
tail.n This is not Johnson at his best, and fortunately he 
is not guilty of this breach too often. 
Johnson's criticism of Shakespeare's truth to nature 
has often been ridiculed for its inconsistency. He enthu-
siastically acclaimed the Poet as one who held up to his 
readers a faithful mi r ror of life and manners which reflect-
I 
ed neither kings nor Romans but only men, and then he, some-
what lamely and certainly inconsistently, concluded that the l 
personages of Shakespeare's dramas were types, not individ- I 
uals. Perhaps this might have been one of the most impor- L 
tant phases of his Shakespearean criticism, for it would be __ -~ 
difficult to find more mature and sagacious comments on thi 
subject; but because he was still tied by some of the class 
ical tenets of his period, his work is far less successful 
than what he might have realized. 
Shakespeare's writings often soar from the everyday 
happenings of life to the eerie realm of witches and ghosts 
" ••• because his audience had a childish faith in such won-
ders ••• n87 But a modern playwright, says Johnson, " ••• who 
should now make the whole action of his tragedy depend upon 
enchantment, ••• would be banished from the theatre to the 
nursery, and condemned to write Fairy Tales instead of trag-
edies."88 But in the days of Queen Elizabeth, Johnson con-
tinues, " ••• Shakespeare was in no danger of such censures, 
since he only turned the system that was then universally 
admitted to his advantage, and was far from over-burdening 
the credulity of his audience.n 89 Shakespeare, then, ac-
cording to Johnson's logic, escaped the calumny that would 
have been heaped upon him by an Eighteenth Century audience 
by the good fortune of having been born in an age that would \ 
accept his supernatural dramas. But a work of art, if it be l 
87 
p. 331. 
Joseph w. Krutch, Samyel JohQ§Qll (New York, 1944), 
88 Arthur Murphy, editor, 
(New York, 1837), p. 42. 
89 Loc cit 
--· -· 
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truly such, is not dependent upon contemporary superstitions 
or traditions. Johnson's inference that the supernatural 
plays of Shakespeare were successful only because of the 
approbation of the Elizabethan audience is denied by the 
continued success of such plays as Ma~yeth and The I~mg~st. 
In discussing the supernatural in M~cbeth~ Johnson 
·says, "In order to make a true estimate of the abilities 
and merit of a writer, it is always necessary to examine 
the genius of his age, and the opinions of his contemporar-
ies."90 This particular sentiment has been given much im-
petus by E. E. Sto119~nd w. H. Durham92 both of whom feel 
that the interpretation of Shakespeare should proceed in the 
light of Shakespeare's era. Since Johnson's comment on this 
subject appeared in 1745, it is evident that many subsequent 
critics have been indebted to the venerable lexicographer 
for his belief that Shakespeare should be interpreted in the 
light of his own era. 
Johnson's work on the supernatural in Shakespeare is 
neither extensive nor particularly arresting. He was well-
grounded in the history of witchcraft and was aware of the 
importance of the stars in Shakespeare's plays, and his vast 
----------~-
9° Murphy, .QR. £il., p. 456. 
91 E. E. Stoll, ~~Qm §hakesp~~ ~Q loyce (New York, 
1944), et passim. 
92 w. H. Durham, "Measure for Measure as Measure for 
Critics," ~~~ . in ~iticirun (California, 1929), pp. 113-l3 )• 
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store of knowledge enabled him to explain vague supernatural 
references. His notes on the supernatural though informa-
tive, are not in his best manner. His style seems too 
heavy to deal with the marvelous, and the reader becomes 
acutely aware that the author is laboring in a field not 
best suited to his abilities. He lacked the sensitivity of 
Lamb who was charmed by the songs of fairies and the incan-
tations of witches and could thus describe them with warmth. 
But Johnson judiciously assigned each ethereal figure to its 
proper sphere according to the laws of enchantment. His 
stentorian voice seems to drown out the "horns of elfland" 
as if impatient to be back to the more serious aspects of 
the Poet • 
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Uni1ill 
For the first three quarters of the Eighteenth Century, 
it had been customary to analyze any work of art according 
to the ancient dogmas. The theory of unities had been con-
sidered a necessary requisite in the writing of a play, eve II 
though people had long been aware that Shakespeare violated I 
this sacrosanct law. He was successful, they assumed, be-
cause his brilliant genius transcended any fixed law; but 
there was still the feeling that his work might 
much greater if he had conformed to the ancient 
I 
I 
have been lj 
theory~ · The I 
belief persisted that depicting the passage of years or 
months in the brief interval of hours, or showing armies al-l 
ternating between distant countries, weakened the effective-
ness of the story since the audience was aware of the appar-
ent falsehood and the departure from reality. 
vVhat Johnson had to say about the unities seems so very ! 
simple and logical that it strikes one as unusual that the 
matter had not been cleared up before. He simply pointed 
out the distinction between actual life and a dramatic imi-
tation of life. The time element, Johnson maintained, be-
l 
longed to the reading and did not exist in the theatre. All l 
that is important is the unity of action. Johnson says: 
Delusion, if delusion be admitted, has no 
certain limitation; if the spectator can 
be once persuaded, that his old acquaint-
ance are Alexander and Caesar, that a room 
illuminated with candles is the plain of 
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Pharfalia ••• u93 
then it should not tax the credulity of the spectator to 
have the scene shift suddenly to another part of the world 
since the audience is aware from the start that the perform 
ance is unreal. Johnson then explained how the drama moves 
even when it is not credited. 
It is credited, whenever it moves, as a just 
picture of a real original; as representing 
to the auditor what he would himself feel, 
if he were to do or suffer what is there 
feigned to be suffered or to be done." ••• 
The delight of tragedy proceeds from our 
consciousness of fiction; if we thought 
murders ~nd treasons real, they would please 
no more.l;;14 
Johnson is justly given credit for being the one who justi-
fied Shakespeare's right to b€ at variance with the ancient 
and Herbert Robinson sums up the general opinion by saying, 
"It is impossible to overestimate the importance of John-
son's destruction of the validity of unities."95 This is 
true, but it must be remembered that much of what Johnson 
said on this subject had been mentioned by other critics. 
Dryden in his Defens~ _of __ sn _ Es~ Qf ;Qr.sH!Hi!ti~ :E.~u main-
tained ' it was _possible for the stage to 'represent more than 
one imaginary place because: 
---- ---·· 
93 ' Johnson, QR. _ 5lit .. , Dr_. Johnson s Preface, I, 41. 
94 J.:Q!,g.' p. _ 42. 
_ 95 Herbert Spencer Robinson, ED..gli~d Shskesgeari§.!! 
.Q.!:i ti~,!.§!B _ .iD _ ,:the _ Eighte~nth C entu1:;x (New York, 1932) , 
p. 140. 
••• the imagination of the audience aided 
by the words of the poet ••• may suppose the 
stage to be sometimes one place, sometimes 
another; now a garden, or wood, and imme-
diately a camp. • •• reason is not destroyed 
but suffers itself to be so hoodwinked, 
that it may be~6er enjoy the pleasures of 
the fiction ••• 
Late~ Lord Kames in his Elements . of Qriticism said: 
The spectator may be conscious that the real 
time and place are not the same with what are 
employed in the representation; but this is a 
work of reflection, and by the same reflec-
tion he may also be conscious that Garrick is 
not King Lear, that the playhouse is not Dover 
Cliffs, nor the noise he hears thunder and 
lightning. In a word ••• it is no more diffi-
cult for a spectator to imagine a new place, 
or a different time, than at the commencement 
of the play, to imagine himself at Rome, or 
in a period of time two thousand years back.97 
It is evident, therefore, that many critics were aware 
of the fallacy of judging Shakespeare's plays by the laws of 
Aristotle, but it remained for Johnson to explain why. It 
is his explanation of how the drama moves and why it is 
credible under these circumstances, together with the vigor 
of his language, which make the ancient rules, as applied 
to Shakespeare's works, not only unnecessary but ridiculous. 
His successful refutation of the unities allowed following 
critics to study the dramas of Shakespeare on new principles 
unfettered by the dogmas of an ancient day. Even the 
------
96 Dryden, QQ. £il., p. 128. 
97 Henry Kames, El.~~nts _Qf .Qri tici.§!!!_ (Hunington & 
Savage, 1842), p. 434. . 
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Romantics felt Johnson's influence in this field. Henri 
Beyle, author of fi~in.§. . et Shake.§~~, translated all that 
Johnson said on the subject of unities and " ••• fed it whole 
to the young Romantics. But he told them not that he had 
taken the honey out of the carcass of the lion."98 
-------..--
98 Walter Raleigh, lQU!l§Q.!l Q!l §h~!&g,§.Qm!~ (London, 
1931), Introduction xxiv. . 
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CHAPTER IV 
JOHNSON'S QUALIFICATIONS AS A SHAKESPEAREAN CRITIC 
Johnson in his EtQRosa~~ declared that he felt himself 
better prepared than any other editor for the consideration 
of obsolete or peculiar diction in Shakespeare because of 
the vast research he had undertaken in the preparation of 
his dictionary. Johnson was an expert on the English lan-
guage, but there is evidence that his knowledge of the Eliz· 
abethan language was limited. Macaulay forcibly reminded 
his reading public that Johnson " ••• ventured to publish an 
edition of Shakespeare without having ever in his life, as 
far as can be discovered, read a single scene of Massinger, 
Ford, Decker, Webster, Marlowe, Beaumont or Fletcher. nl 
Boswell admits that Johnson's researches in this field were 
not so ample or so exact as they might have been, and John-
son's failure to obtain Garrick's books proved that he was 
either indolent or proud. Krutch says that his knowledge 
was "casual, unsystematic and fragmentary." 2 It is probablY! 
true that Johnson was lacking in a comprehensive knowledge 
of the Elizabethan playwrights with the possible exception 
-------
1 Thomas B. Macaulay, Mi§£§l~ni~ (Boston, 1896), 
p. 79. 
2 Joseph W. Krutch, S~mueL _lohn.§..Q!l (New York, 1944), 
p. 287. 
of Ben Jonson. 
Johnson also had prejudices. He disliked the theatre, 
and he seldom missed an opportunity of speaking of actors 
in the most disparaging manner. His criticism was always 
based on the reading of a play, and he made no distinction 
between a play read and a play acted. 
In other ways, too, Johnson was limited in the task 
he undertook. He had a gnawing desire to see a moral les-
son inculcated in every play and if the author's play did 
not meet this lofty standard, it was considered a weakness 
and a defect. He was extremely sensitive to cruelty and 
plays in which death was rampant left him limp and trembling 
Johnson himself admits that several of the plays which he 
had not read since childhood were studied only because his 
task made it necessary. While some of these characteristics 
do not seem to be serious defects, they did limit his ob-
jectivity. 
One of Johnson's most important qualifications as a 
critic and one which has too often been overlooked, was his 
uncompromising honesty. ''I can say with great sincerity of 
all my predecessors," says Johnson in his f.!:~fag~, " ••• that 
not one has left Shakespeare without improvement, nor is 
there one to whom I have not been indebted for assistance 
and information •••• perhaps I have been anticipated; but 
if I am ever found to encroach upon the remarks of any other 
commentator, I am willing that the honour, ••• should be 
transferred to the first claimant, ••• "3 This is the key-
note to his style of criticism: honest, straightforward, 
at times, humble. The sentiments expressed above are those 
of an honest man and are far removed from the too prevalent 
notion of a caustic, dogmatic critic who would allow none 
the right to censure and few the privilege of doubting. 
"He is honest," says Walder, "when he praises Shakespeare 
and his praise is unaccompanied by 'cant'; he is honest 
when he criticizes him and his blame is without insolence;t4 
It is abundantly clear in his Shakespeare notes that the 
man is one of the most honest and frank critics in the his-
tory of English criticism. 
Of 1.QY.ru! 1sabOU~.§ LO.§!, I, i, 77, for instance, in 
commenting upon the line, "Light seeking light, doth light 
of light beguile," he says, "The whole sense of this ging-
ling declamation is only this, that a man by too close stud~ 
may read himself blind, which might have been told with les~ 
obscurity in fewer words." Again in commenting on KinE 
E1£h~r.!L III _ .Johnson says, "This is one of the most cele-
brated of our author's performances; yet I know not whether 
it has not happened to him as to others, to be praised most,l 
3 Samuel Johnson, editor, The Drgm§tick ~~ .Qf 
r!illlill!l .Qhakes.Q~ _ (Boston, 1802), Dr. Johnson's f.tef.§.£§, 
p. oo. 
4 Ernest Walder, Shsak~.Qer.!s.n Critj,ci.§m: Texty§l and 
~~!::l, ~~ }2rydgn .!;;Q !he~ .Qf !h~ Eigh.!;;~th Q~.:tYU 
~London, lo95J, p. 45. 
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when praise is not mo s t deserved."5 We may not accept the 
latter summary as convictions of our own, but we must note 
that while it seems to dismiss the play as not being one of 
Shakespeare's greatest, there is nothing pompous or ex ca-
thedra in the pronouncement. 
Johnson's work is filled with statements that border 
on humility: "I know not what credit the reader will give 
to this emendation, which I do not much credit myself; 11 
" ••• perhaps Shakespeare made a blunder;" "This sounding 
phrase means, I think ••• " "That is, I believe;" "These I 
conceive not to be the fault of corruption, but of negli-
gence and therefore do not attempt correction;" "I suppose 
the meaning is ••• "6 How often do we find such common sense 
as the following: "But I have always suspected that the 
reading is right, which requires many words to prove it 
wrong; and the emendation wrong, that cannot without so much 
labour appear to be right."7 Throughout his text dealing 
with some matter which he feels beyond him are found these 
apologetic notes prefacing his comments. Nor was he sacro-
sanct about his treatment of Shakespeare. Johnson was will-
ing to admit his inability to deal with certain phases of 
the great poet, but by the same token he was willing to 
5 Johnson, Q.R. £ll., ;ti;ing Ric~_.ill, V, 3. 
6 Ibid., et passim. 
7 Ip~g., Dr. Johnson's Pref~~e, p. 66. 
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state, 11 Shakespeare with his excellencies has likeJise 
f~ults, and faults sufficient to obscure and overwhelm any 
other merit."8 This sentiment has been recently fortified 
by Alfred Pollard's lecture, "The Foundation of Shakes-
peare's Text."9 This discourse cautions the critics to 
stop blaming the printers, copywriters, and actors for the 
many corruptions existing in Shakespeare. Since the play-
wright retired at an early age, independently wealthy, he 
had many years in which to revise his works. He did not, 
and therein lies the blame. Such statements would have been 
heresy in the Nineteenth Century, but they are certainly 
indicative of an open mind and of a man who was big enough 
to shrug his shoulders and say "I do not know.n 
-' 
The Nine-
1 
teenth Century vehemently attacked this attitude of John-
son's and found it very reassuring to laugh off Johnson's 
attacks on their deity by archly suggesting that such com-
ments emanated from a man who admitted he found much dif-
ficulty in understanding Shakespeare. Johnson did have dif-
ficulty and he admitted it by saying, "To time I have been 
obliged to resign many passages, which, though I did not 
understand them, will perhaps hereafter be explained ••• nlO 
8 lhlg. ' p. 36. 
9 Alfred Pollard, "The Foundation of Shakespeare's 
Text,'' ~R~C.!;§ Qf_Sh§k.§§llmaU (Oxford, 1933), pp. 1-22. 
10 Johnson, Qll. sit., Dr • . Johnson's Prefac~, I, 62. 
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But it is possible, as Ridley11 has pointed out, to deduce 
cannons of dramatic art from Johnson's criticism because 
one knows what his dramatic principles are and may argue in 
imagination with or against them. But with some of the Ro-
mantic critics, Hazlitt for instance, this is impossible 
since the criticism is impressionistic and if one disagrees 
with the comment, there is no common ground for encounter. 
r 
I 
I 
This particular phase of Johnson's work as a Shakes-
pearean critic has too long been overlooked. The tone and 
the approach of his critique is the antithesis of the fol-
lowing century, and with ,. the flowering of Romanticism, John-
son's work loomed close to heresy. Johnson approached his 
task with the attitude of a man writing of a fellow worker 
who had achieved eminence in a field in which he himself 
had been successful. Coleridge, however, maintained that 
the critic who could not utter Shakespeare's name with a 
profound reverence was not qualified as a critic. 11 Shakes-
peare possessed," says Coleridge, "all the powers of a man 
••• yet he had all the feeling, the purity, innocence and 
delicacy of an affectionate girl of eighteen."l2 And Haz-
li tt in his W~-- !ll.aintained that, " ••• those who are not 
11M. R. Ridley, "On the Criticism of Shakespeare,'' 
§h§kes:Qeare~ _Pli!U., A QQmm~tar:t: . (New York, 1938), 
pp. 1-12. 
12 Thomas Middleton Raysor, editor~ ~muel Co1JU:1f!ge' s 1 
Shake.§.l!.g§l:.§.rul Criticism ... (Cambridge, 1930), II, 119. 
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for him are against him." 13 It is not difficult, therefore, 
to understand why Johnson's frankness and honesty in enum-
erating the faults of Shakespeare made him the target for 
so many who could see no fault in the Poet. But as Ridley 
points out, while he sometimes seems 
••• cold in his judgments but that very 
coldness is refreshing, and it is salutary 
to turn from the rhapsodical exuberances of 
later critics ••• to the cool estimates of a 
man whose direct honesty of vision no tradi-
tional reputation could distort, ••• who took 
the plays of Shakespeare just as he would 
have taken those of any other dramatist and 
said what he thought of them.l4 
"In many I:Passage~, 11 says Johnson, "I have failed, like 
others; ••• I have not passed over, with affected superiorit~, 
what is equally difficult to the reader and to myself, but, 
where I could not instruct him, have owned my ignorance.nl5 
This was the great charm of the man. If his teachings can 
not be accepted by contemporary scholars, his honesty 
should. 
------' 
13 William Hazlitt, Th§ ~act~ Qf Shsk~§are~ 
Pl~(London, 1902), EJ.:efS!ce, xxii. 
14 Ridley, QR. sit., p. 2. 
15 Johnson, Qll. sj._t., Dr. Johnson's Pr_~face, I, 68. 
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CHAPTER V 
CONCLUSION 
"Sir," Johnson once said to Reynolds, "there are two 
things I am confident I can do very well, one is an intro-
duction to any literary work stating what it is to contain 
and how it should be executed in the most perfect manner; 
the other is a conclusion showing why the execution has not 
been equal to what the author promised to himself and to his· 
public. 111 Most critics have felt that his ProJ20S§ls bril-
liantly fulfilled the first statement; the latter part of 
the boast is less successfully fulfilled in the PrgfaQg. 
He was not completely satisfied with his text; that much is 
I known. His major work on the project came after he had be-
come known and had achieved a certain amount of financial 
security. His natural disposition led to indolence and he 
was alternately making and breaking resolutions designed to 
curb his procrastination. But he had made commitments, and 
with the prodding of his friends and pricked by the sharp 
barbs of unfriendly journalists, he managed to meet his ob-
ligations. He had hoped, at least at times, that his ShakeE-
peare work would be the crowning achievement of a full life; 
-------
1 Joseph Wood Krutch, .§amuel i[ohnson (New York, 1944), 
p. 285. 
but this work seems to have smouldered too long within him, I 
for the satisfaction that should have been forthcoming upon 1 
the completion of this tremendous task was not there. He 
had finished a work which he had promised and was well con-
tent to be through with it. There is something about this 
particular task which almost emits a sigh as if saying, 
nThere, I promised it, but ••• " Just a hint that Johnson 
felt that this was not the best he might have done. Perhaps1 
he underestimated his work. Walter Raleigh maintained that 
the only fault with Johnson's notes on Shakespeare " ••• is 
that they are all too few." 2 "The services Johnson rendered 
to Shakespeare," says John Bailey, ''are only second to those 
he rendered to the language in which Shakespeare wrote."3 
From Steevens4 and Malone, the outstanding editors of the 
Eighteenth Century, come glowing reports. "His admirable 
fl:~.ls.~. , '' says Malone, "'(perhaps the finest composition in 
our language) his happy, and in general just characters of 
these plays, ••• threw more light on his author than all his 
predecessors had done."5 But each encomium is matched with 
an ·equally bitter tirade against the text. "Had this been 
·------
2 Walter Raleigh, Johnsgn gn ShQkesReare (London, 1908)~ 
Introduction, xxxi. 1 
3 John Bailey, QQgtor ~oh~ .rulQ .his Ci.r£.1~ (London, 
1929) ' p. 211. 
4 Krutch, Q.£. £it., p. 289. 
5 Lo£ • .. cit. 
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'I 
done by a common hand, I had held my peace and left the work 
to that oblivion it deserved," said Kenrick shortly after 
the publication of Johnson's text. 6 Macaulay maintained 
that, "It would be difficult to name a more slovenly, a more 
worthless edition of any great classic."7 And, of course, 
the Nineteenth Century critics had little use for Johnson's 
Shakespearean critique, which they found full of inconsist-
encies and woefully lacking in an appreciation of the Poet. 
Hazlitt, for instance, in his work fh~~~Qt~r.~ gn §hakes-
l!~§re '.§ El.a.u., ... spends six out of the eleven pages of his 
Pr~~ enumerating the reasons why Johnson cannot be taken 
seriously as a Shakespearean critic. It seems that in dis-
cussing Johnson one must stand up and be counted, for the 
middle ground seems strangely empty. 
Literary criticism by its very nature is perishable. 
Some of it is quickly superseded; some is dependent upon 
contemporary traditions and dies with the waning of its age; 
some enjoys brief prestige, followed by obscurity, and fi-
nally if it has lasting merit, it emerges triumphantly to 
take its rightful place with literary works that have been 
tested by time. Johnson's Shakespearean criticism follows 
6 . . 
William Kendrick, _ A ~~ of Doctor ~hnsQ~~ 
E~llQ!l _Qf. _Sh~kes:Qeare . ~London, 185'5) , p. ix. 
7 Thomas B. Macaulay, §all!l!§lJohn~Q!l(Boston, 1896), 
p. 79. 
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the pattern of the latter. His work enjoyed popularity 
during his own age, although there were a few who deemed it 
worthless. With the flowering of Romanticism and its anti-
thetical approach to Shakespeare, his popularity gradually I 
waned and it became more prevalent to use some of Johnson's 
poorer comments as a means of displaying critical acumen. 
The early part of our own Twentieth Century was deeply in-
fluenced by the critical work of its predecessors, but as 
the century progressed and the apologetic approach of the 
Romantics lost some of its flavor, Johnson gradually became 
less of a "square peg" and more of an authority whose ob-
servations on Shakespeare were worth considering. 
What were Johnson's contributions to this prolific 
field of criticism which has made him more popular today 
than at any time since the publication of his text? In the 11 
f .irst place, his approach to Shakespeare was unique. He I 
surrounded his favorite with no aura and, while his warmth 
and admiration are evident, there is no trace of idolatry. 
The reader is never made aware of Shakespeare's beauties in 
rhapsodical language; the tone is always calm and observant. 
The faults that Johnson found in Shakespeare's writings 
were not the result of pernicious quibbling but rather the 
logical outcome of his style of criticism. In a letter to 
Dr. Burney, Johnson explained his position by saying, ''We 
must confess the faults of our favorite to gain credit to 
our praise of his excellencies. He that claims in either 
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himself or for another the honours of perfection will surely! 
injure the reputation which he designs to assist • .,S The I 
faults of Shakespeare that Johnson pointed out have been theJ 
I 
subject of much controversy. But often instead of attempt-
ing to determine the validity of 
find a defense; explanations and 
why Shakespeare wrote as he did 
not it was a weakness to do so. 
Johnson's criticism, we 
dissertations which explai~ 
without deciding whether or j 
I 
Now it must be granted that the errors in time and 
place, the continual search for a pun, and vulgarity of the 
comic dialogue which Johnson found distressing did . not par-
ticularly disturb the Nineteenth or even the Twentieth Cen-
tury critics, and consequently, many of them concluded that 
much of Johnson's genius was wasted on the in~ignificant and 
trivial. But the defects were not insignificant or trivial I 
to Johnson and so he enumerated them as weaknesses in 
Shakespeare's writings. Perhaps it is to be wished that 
Johnson had spent less time in listing Shakespeare's defects 
but he certainly is entitled~ to much credit for the frank-
ness and honesty of many of his observations which, far froJ 
retarding a fuller understanding of Shakespeare, enable us 
to appreciate the greatness of the Poet who in spite of 
lapses managed to emerge triumphantly as the greatest writer 
in the English language. 
8 James Boswell, 1if~ of Johnson (London, 1906), I, 368 
73 
Johnson's work in character interpretation is most fre l 
quently remembered for his statement that Shakespeare's I 
I 
characters were species. However, much of his studies in 1 
this field was unusually good and it is to be regretted tha ~ 
his work was not more extensive. Be had strange preferences/! 
in this field, it is true, but while , he could consider 
Katherin~ in K!ng Hen~~ YIII/as the perfection of character 
delineation, he was not blind to the genius which had I 
created Macbeth and Claudius, and he could write perhaps th1 
most satisfying interpretation of Falstaff that the · English 
I 
! 
language has yet seen. His interpretation of Hamlet is 
brilliantly conceived, and the greatest evidence of its 
merit is the frequency with which it has been attacked or 
applauded s i nce its inception. The understanding of Shakes-, 
peare through character study which has been so popular 
since the time of Johnson cannot be said to have originated 
with either Hughes, Johnson or Morgann, although they are 
all pioneers in this field. But of the group, Johnson's 
work was :.the most .important and his studies greatly acceler-
ated this new type of approach. Much of Johnson's work in I 
this field has been superseded, but much of it is still J 
alive, provocative and challenging to contemporary critics. 
Johnson's criticism of Shakespeare's comedy showed som 
of his limitations as a critic. He preferred this type of 
play but the reasons he advanced for his preference are 
vague generalizations which conclude that the writing of 
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comedies was more congenial to the poet's genius than the 
writing of tragedies, and that therefor e comedy must be con-
sidered his natural field. Johnson's stern morality forces J 
him to the inconsistent conclusions of admiring the comedies 
while belaboring the gross dialogue, the continual punning, 
and contests of wit and sarcasm. While it is true that 
Shakespeare is sometimes guilty of Johnson's accusations, 
it is difficult to understand how Johnson concluded that 
the poet's superiority lay in the field of comedy when we 
consider the ample evidence which Johnson has presented 
against his own thesis. 
It has been customary to speak highly of Johnson's 
honesty while at the same time enumerating his inconsist-
encies. The paradox lessens when we note that practically 
all of Johnson's contradictory statements are the result 
of his firm belief in the necessity for morality in litera-
ture. He is never evasive nor does he change his literary 
standards to suit his needs. Comedy, Johnson considered 
Shakespeare's greatest gift, but only when the dialogue is 
instructive or morally uplifting. Vfuen this is lacking, 
Johnson felt the critic had no alternative but to make the 
reader aware of the Poet's failure. Johnson lauds Shakes-
peare's truth to nature and his diligence in copying the 
manners of the world, but when Shakespeare allowed Cordelia 
to perish at the very moment he might have exhibited a moral 
lesson, the play loses much of its effectiveness for Johnson 
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He was aware that this was probably how the tragedy would 
end in real life, but he could not be convinced that an 
audience would not rise better satisfied after witnessing 
an ending like Tate's. We can see that Johnson's inconsist-
encies in no way impair his reputation for honesty, but 
neither do they enhance his reputation as a critic. Under-
standing the reason for Johnson's inconsistencies makes the 
reader more sympathetic toward the critic, but it cannot 
absolve the weakness and Johnson must be held responsible. 
Johnson was one of the first to point out that the plots 
of Shakespeare's plays were not so important as the realis-
tic character delineations. This emphasis on the importanc~ 
of character study as an aid to a fuller understanding of 
Shakespeare anticipated to some extent much of the criticism 
that was to follow. The endings of Shakespeare's plays, he 
maintained, showed a hurried ending and very little consid-
eration would have been needed to improve them. This thesis 
has been fortified by subsequent studies, although none be-
lieve that Shakespeare hastened to the conclusion merely to 
"snatch the profits.u Much of what Johnson had to say about 
plots was not original and outside of his awareness that the 
characters of Shakespeare were more important than the plots ~ 
this phase of his work has been mostly superseded. 
There has been some attempt to prove that Johnson con-
sidered Shakespeare a serious moral writer and as evidence 
of this statement it is pointed out that Johnson maintained 
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that Shakespeare only 11 seems" to write without moral purpose 
and that "he that thinks logically must think morally.u 
This argument is specious however, because it can as easily 
be shown from Johnson's writings that he admitted evil was 
often triumphant in life, but it would be entirely erroneous 
to conclude that he felt that this is how it should be depic~ed 
on the stage. The evidence is abundantly clear that Johnson s 
major criticism against Shakespeare is that the poet neg-
lects opportunities of instructing and writes without a 
moral purpose. Throughout all of Johnson's Shakespearean 
criticism this point is expounded in a hundred different 
ways and the reader is saved from boredom only because of 
the facility of the writer and the variations of his ap-
proach. This strong uncompromising standard is Johnson's 
Achilles' heel. It involves him in inconsistencies and 
forces him to spend much of his genius in constant repe-
tition. But when he has finished, our appreciation and 
understanding of Shakespeare is not enlarged, but the figure 
of Johnson the moralist stands out in bold contrast. He 
had donned the robes of the preacher and the critic and 
tried to pay allegiance to both with the inevitable result 
that all of his work suffered. 
In depicting the audience of Shakespeare as a vulgar, 
noisy group who forced the author to cater to its profane-
ness, Johnson stirred up a controversy whose reverberations 
can still be heard. Many have concurred and many have dis-
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and possibly the most important to point out the influence 
of the audience on the works of the poet. His conclusion 
that love has little part on the stage of Shakespeare, and 
that it ha~ little influence on the sum of life is a very 
difficult ~esis for even Doctor Johnson to defend. It is 
certainly impossible to justify by reference to Shakespeare'~ 
plays. His observations that many of the plays of Shakes-
peare fare
1 
poorly on the stage, and that some of the drama t-
1 
ic persona1ges had counterparts that were easily recognized 
by the Elizabethan audience are good observations but 
neither premise is conclusively proven. 
Johnson maintained that there is always something lack-
ing in Shakespeare's tragedies and that they seem to be 
written wfth little felicity. \Vhenever he strains his fac-
ulties, says Johnson, " ••• the offspring is tumour, meanness, 
and obscurity." It is difficult to understand Johnson's 
strong language regarding this medium, and little can be 
added to the fallacy of the conclusion which is proven wrong 
by any of the great tragedies. The excess of personages 
which Johnson objected to, has found little confirmation 
with the passage of time and there is little reason to be-
lieve that a reduction in the number of characters .in a play 
would make for a better play. It would almost certainly 
I 
result in 'a play far different than what Shakespeare had 
r 
written. \Johnson's best work in this field was his bril-
l liant defense of Shakespeare's right to mingle comedy and ( 
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I 
tragedy. Much of what he said had been anticipated by Dry-
den, but it was Johnson who destroyed the ancient belief tha~ 
it was not possible to mingle tears and laughter, and to him 
must go the credit. 
It is usually conceded that the greatest contribution 
that Johnson made in the field of Shakespearean criticism 
was his br,illiant work in destroying the validity of the 
I 
unities. The plaudits justly bestowed are not so much for 
I 
the originality of the thesis, but for the logical and con-
clusive manner in which Johnson shows the absurdity of at-
tempting to analyze Shakespeare's works in terms of ancient 
I 
rules. Many critics who preceded Johnson had been aware of 
the fallacy of the unities as they applied to Shakespeare, 
but it remained for Johnson to eocplain how the drama is 
credited, and why it moves, even though the audience is aware 
of its departure from reality. Johnson's refutation of the 
unities allowed the plays of Shakespeare, and subsequent 
dramas, to be studied unhampered by ancient rules. 
!h~ ~ramat~ Wo~k§ of ! 11lism §h2~~~~~~ published 
by Samuel' Johnson in the year 1765~ has long been superseded. 
His admirable PropQ~1§ contained in the edition are now 
seldom mentioned. His strictures following the plays were 
t oo brief, and seemingly hurried to be of lasting importance. 
And yet, in spite of all his deficiencies as an editor, to 
which may be added his limitations as a critic, the name of 
Johnson is mentioned as frequently as any of the Nineteenth 
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Century critics, with the possible exception of Coleridge, 
in contemporary studies of Shakespeare. 
Johnson's reputation as a critic of Shakespeare rests 
mostly on his brilliant El:ef2S§. Time, and contemporary 
favor, has partially justified Adam Smith's exuberant en-
comium "the most manly piece of criticism that was ever pub-
1 lished in any country." Johnson's notes substantiate, 
often brilliantly, the general observations made in his 
~~~~ . but too often they are admired for their biograph-
ical revelation which explains the genius of Johnson rather 
than Shakespeare's. Johnson's weaknesses, his inconsisten-
cies, his strict adherence to self-imposed standards of lit-
erature, his conflicts and his doubts, his deficiency in 
understanding the lighter and imaginative aspects of the 
poet, are all shown in the Pref~e; but overshadowing these 
limitations are his honest enumeration of Shakespeare's 
faults, his brilliant refutation of the validity of the 
unities, his masterful defense of tragi-comedy, his percep-
tion of the importance of character study, and his honesty 
and humbleness in a project he often felt beyond his capac-
ity. Samuel Johnson's critical reputation is secure. It 
has been forced to suffer the ignominy of unjustified re-
vilement and unwarranted levity. And yet, after a century 
----------
1 Walter Raleigh, !lohn§.Qllgn Shsk.§m2.§.§.r.§. (London, 1908) 
Intfoducti-on x~ 
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of comparative silence it has emerged to take its rightful 
place among the lasting critiques in Shakespearean criticism. 
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AN ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 
In the year 1756 Samuel Johnson issued his fro~Q§~ 
for Shakespeare, in which he showed a brilliant grasp of the 
duties confronting an editor in the undertaking of such a 
task. His interest at this time was thoroughly aroused, and 
he gave notice that his completed work would probably appear 
before the Christmas of 1757. But ten long years were to 
elapse before the "Caesarian operation of Churchill" has-
tened to a conclusion a work that had been eagerly antici-
pated by the public. The text was received with high appro-
bation and passed into several editions before being suc-
ceeded by the works of Steevens and Malone. His Pr~fac§ 
was acknowledged as an exceptional piece of literary criti-
cism, and his text was considered the best that had yet been 
published. Even during this period, however, many felt that 
if the text had not borne the name of the famous lexicog-
rapher it would have passed into obscurity. In the century 
and a half that followed, Johnson's work has been the sub-
ject of much praise and many doubts. 
Johnson's approach to Shakespeare was friendly but not 
reverential; his prose style frank, questioning, but never 
insolent. His didactic moralizing, strange preferences, in-
adequate preparation, and deficiency in a sense of the won-
drous, all combined to lessen the effectiveness of his work. 
But in spite of his limitations as a critic, the evolution 
of Shakespearean criticism owes much to some of his bril-
liant contributions. Johnson's enumeration of Shakespeare's 
faults has not been entirely superseded, although much of 
the sting has been extracted by later authorities who have 
pointed out why such discrepancies exist in the Poet. John-
son's work in character study, although of uneven quality, 
gave to this field of criticism some of its most delightful 
and provocative analyses. While it is not possible to say 
that Johnson pioneered this new type study, he was one of 
the first and certainly one of the most important. Nearly 
two hundred years have passed since the publication of John-
son's work, but a student is acutely aware of the respect 
with which his character studies are treated and the fre-
quency with which his name is mentioned. The greatest sin-
gle contribution that Johnson made in Shakespearean criti-
cism was his brilliant work in destroying the validity of 
the unities, which enabled the works of the Poet to be 
studied unhampered by the dogmas of an ancient day. His 
defense of the tragi-comedy is an equally brilliant contri-
bution since the logically developed thesis he presented 
showed that Shakespeare far from violating any rules, had 
created a new type drama which was, in fact, often superior 
to that of the Greeks and Romans. 
With the waning of the saccharin, apologetic approach 
of the Nineteenth Century, the straightforward manly 
critique of Johnson has found more favor and congeniality 
with the spirit of criticism in the Twentieth Century. Al-
though aware of the weaknesses which mar his work, contem-
porary critics are cognizant of the fact that much of what 
Johnson had to say about Shakespeare has definitely influ-
enced those who followed him. It is now acknowledged that 
Johnson's f.!:§~ _, aside from being a brilliant essay, is 
one of the finest critical compositions that has ever been 
written on the ·subjeet. His notes, although few, are still 
referred to and are remarkable for their rendering of diffi-
cult passages. Johnson's work has had a revival in our 
period and there is evidence that he will gain in stature 
as a critic as the century progresses. Time, the judge of 
greatness, seems to have vindicated Johnson's work as a 
Shakespearean critic, and he must be awarded a place of high 
honor along with those critics who have made lasting contri-
butions in this field of criticism. 
